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A Letter from Kimmy


Dear Reader,


First of all – thank you.


If you’re holding this book in your hands, you’re already part of the kimchi journey that has brought me so much joy, connection and purpose. Whether you’re curious about fermentation, passionate about Korean cuisine or simply looking to bring something bold and beautiful into your kitchen, I’m so happy you’re here.


In 2018, I founded Kimchi & Radish from my home kitchen, with just a folding table, twenty jars and a simple goal: to share real, fresh, small-batch kimchi with people who craved something authentic. What followed has been a journey of discovery: of flavours, cultures, community and unexpected kindness.


This cookbook is a way of telling my story. It’s filled with recipes I love, traditions I carry and new ideas inspired by life in London. It’s a mix of the old and the new, just like me. I hope this book helps you feel more confident in the kitchen, more connected to the food you make and more inspired to explore kimchi in your own way.


Wherever you’re starting from, welcome to the table.


With warmth and gratitude,


Kimmy










ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Jihyun Kim, Kimmy to her family and friends, holds Korean nationally accredited cook’s certificates in both Korean and Japanese cuisine, earned before relocating to the United Kingdom. In 2006, she completed the Cordon Bleu Certificate at Tante Marie Culinary Academy – an intensive professional chef training programme rooted in classical French culinary technique.


In 2018, Kimmy founded Kimchi & Radish in London, quickly establishing a loyal and growing following. What began as a small venture has since grown into a leading name in authentic, handcrafted Korean fermentation, setting a new standard for kimchi in the UK.


Kimmy’s diverse culinary background anchored in East Asian tradition and refined through European technique forms the foundation of her distinctive approach to fermentation. Her work is defined by a balance of technical precision, cultural depth and a deep, seasonal sensibility.
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MY KIMCHI JOURNEY


From Seoul to London


I was born in Seoul, in a home that always smelled like something delicious was about to happen. The fridge was never empty, and neither was the table. My earliest memories are filled with warmth, rising steam and the deep red colour of kimchi. I didn’t know it then, but everything I needed to learn about care, patience and community was already there in that kitchen.


As a child, kimchi-making days felt like a celebration. My mother, grandmother and aunties gathered around the kitchen table, chatting and laughing, their hands moving instinctively through piles of cabbage and bowls of seasoning. I was too young to join in, but I watched closely. There was no strict measuring – just memory, feeling and years of experience.


When I moved to the UK in my twenties, I brought many things with me: a suitcase full of clothes, a jar of my mum’s homemade kimchi wrapped in layers of clingfilm and a quiet longing I couldn’t quite name. Life in London was exciting, but different. The food felt unfamiliar, the air smelled different and I missed the taste of home more deeply than I expected.


I began making kimchi again. At first it was just for myself, then for friends. Then I began selling to strangers who became regulars and some even became friends, too. Slowly, it grew into something more.


Kimchi & Radish was born in my London kitchen, one small batch at a time. I started selling at markets, sharing samples and teaching workshops. To my surprise, kimchi resonated with people far beyond the Korean community. It reminded them of pickles their grandmothers made, of foods that took time.


This journey has taught me that kimchi is both deeply personal and quietly universal. It’s a way to preserve not just vegetables, but culture, memory and identity. From Seoul to London, my kimchi story has been shaped by distance, discovery and the joy of sharing something that feels like home.


Why I Want You to Make Kimchi at Home


As someone who makes and sells kimchi in glass jars, I’ve learned how to walk a delicate line between tradition and practicality. Kimchi is alive – it breathes, expands, evolves. The moment it’s sealed, the clock starts ticking: gases build, textures shift and flavours deepen. It’s this living nature that makes kimchi so special … and so tricky to jar.


To keep retail kimchi safe and stable, I have to make compromises. I tweak salt levels to control fermentation, I jar just after peak fermentation activity, refrigerate early to slow fermentation down and choose packaging that can handle pressure. Some styles, like young, watery kimchi or delicate leaf wraps, simply don’t survive more than a few days in a jar. And while I work hard to make every batch delicious, I’ll be honest that shop-bought kimchi can never fully replicate the intimacy of home fermentation.


When you make kimchi yourself, you control everything. The cut of the cabbage, the salt you use, the exact flavour and texture. You get to watch it change – taste it fresh on day one, fizzy by day three, bold and deep by week two. You learn not just how to make kimchi, but how to trust your hands and your senses.


There’s a quiet magic in the process: salting vegetables by hand, rinsing them with care, rubbing paste into every leaf. Packing the jar, knowing something inside is beginning to transform. It connects you to your food, to tradition, to curiosity.


That’s why I wrote this book. Not so you could follow my recipes exactly, but so you could find your own way. Use the vegetables you love. Choose ingredients you trust. Let your kitchen smell alive. Kimchi is a seasonal ritual, a little science experiment, a comfort food. It’s good for your gut, yes, but it’s also good for your spirit.


Don’t worry if it’s not perfect. That’s not the point. The point is transformation. Salting. Rinsing. Draining. Mixing. Waiting. Tasting. You’ll start to notice how every vegetable ferments differently. How time and temperature shape flavour. You’ll begin to imagine new combinations. Maybe kale. Maybe beetroot. Maybe something no one’s tried yet.


The flavour you create? You can’t buy that. Not in a jar. Not even from me.


So go on and give it a try! If you follow a few guidelines, you’ll find your rhythm. Some batches might surprise you. Some might not go to plan. But each one is a step forward and an opportunity to learn, to grow and to reconnect with your hands, your senses and your joy.


My hope is that this book gives you not just the knowledge to begin, but the confidence to keep going, jar after jar.


My Kimchi Philosophies


I keep the ingredients to a minimum, usually no more than ten. You don’t need complexity to achieve depth. What matters is balance, freshness and purpose.


Kimchi is not a way to revive wilted produce. It has long been used to preserve surplus harvests, but the raw materials still need to be good. Fermentation builds on freshness and magnifies whatever you put in, it cannot restore what has gone bad. That’s why I avoid jarred pastes, pre-peeled packs of ginger and garlic (which are often frozen and lack flavour) and powders other than gochugaru.


There is no substitute for Korean chilli flakes, gochugaru. Only gochugaru provides the proper balance of heat, colour and texture. I cover this in more detail on here.


In Korea, there are dozens of varieties of saeujeot, fermented shrimp of different sizes and levels of saltiness, but in most other parts of the world that range doesn’t exist. A clean, well-made, Korean anchovy fish sauce is more than enough, and it is what I use. It is deep, savoury and umami-rich without needing to be mixed with anything else.


For vegan kimchi, I build flavour in a different way, with kelp water and a pinch of salt, or simply by relying on more fresh aromatics, such as daikon, ginger and garlic.


It’s a common misconception that kimchi uses or needs a starter culture. This is absolutely not the case. Each batch deserves a fresh beginning and adding leftover juice from an old jar often is not only unnecessary, it can can leave the flavour flat or muddled.


After salting the cabbage, I always rinse and drain. This step is essential: it sets the texture, removes excess salt, and prepares the leaves for clean fermentation. Skipping it, or combining salting and seasoning in one step, leads to limp, overly salty cabbage and one-dimensional flavour.


Finally, kimchi is not fancy or medicinal. It is bold, alive and meant to be delicious. It should crunch, spark with heat and deepen in flavour as it ferments. If it tastes flat, overly sour or like a probiotic tonic, something is wrong. Kimchi is honest food, made with care to nourish both spirit and appetite.


So, What Is Kimchi, Exactly?


Kimchi is Korea’s national dish. Kimchi permeates daily life: it is present at every meal, from the most ordinary breakfast of rice and soup to the most elaborate feast prepared for ancestral rites. It lives in our fridges, fills our markets and even colours our language. When Koreans smile for a photo, we say ‘kimchi’ instead of ‘cheese’. It is everywhere, and it is us.


At its most basic, kimchi means vegetables that are salted, seasoned and left to ferment. That definition is technically correct, but it misses the essence. It is a method of preservation born of necessity and perfected over centuries, a balance between salt and water, spice and patience. It is the food that carried us through harsh winters and poverty, and the food that now represents Korea to the world.


Diversity and Adaptation


Today, the most recognisable version is baechu kimchi, made from napa cabbage. Its image – bright red, pungent and stacked in jars – has become synonymous with the word ‘kimchi’. Yet this fiery colour is a relatively recent addition. Chilli peppers reached Korea in the late sixteenth century, and over the next four centuries gochugaru gradually became central to kimchi, fully taking hold during the late Joseon dynasty. Before then, kimchi was pale, often seasoned only with salt, garlic and herbs.


Cabbage kimchi as we know it today is just one member of a vast family. There are hundreds of types shaped by season, region and pantry. Some are pale and refreshing, others fiery and dense; some soupy and mild, others aged for months until their flavour turns almost smoky.


Across Korea, geography also shaped flavour. In the colder northern provinces, kimchi tends to be lighter in seasoning and often less spicy, while in the warmer south, kimchi is richer, wetter, and more heavily flavoured with seafood pastes and sauces. Some homes favoured the cooling broth of dongchimi, a watery radish kimchi served cold, while others relied on thick, fiery cabbage kimchi to allow families to store it for months.


Kimchi’s versatility and ability to transform itself in so many ways is unique for me – I have yet to encounter this with any other food. You can eat it fresh as a side, stir-fry it with rice or pork belly, fold it into dumplings or whisk it into pancakes. You can sip the brine as a tonic, melt it into cheese toasties, stew it into a bubbling jjigae or braise it into a hearty jjim. Kimchi moves effortlessly between raw and cooked, humble and luxurious, comfort and celebration.


The Craft and the Soul


For me, kimchi has always been storytelling in edible form. When I was younger, my mother would carry containers out to the balcony, peering inside with both duty and tenderness. I remember the taste of her crisp geotjeori in spring and the deep tang of aged kimchi simmered into stews in winter. Later, living in London, I opened my own jars and realised the same transformation had unfolded, thousands of miles away, connecting me to the kitchens I grew up in.


The fizz of a well-fermented kimchi is more than taste; it is a reminder that transformation takes time. You cannot force cabbage into sourness overnight. Nature has its rhythm, and our role is to create the right conditions and wait. Kimchi is patient food, and it teaches patience in return.


This is why kimchi cannot be reduced to a formula like ‘vegetables, chilli powder, garlic, ginger, salt at 2–3 percent of vegetable weight, massage until brine forms, and pack into a jar’. That recipe, often seen in general fermentation books, produces fermented vegetables, but it does not capture kimchi. The craft lies in the sequence: salting the vegetables to draw out water and firm their texture, rinsing and draining to balance salinity, preparing a seasoning paste that layers spice with aromatics, coating each piece carefully and packing tightly so fermentation can unfold evenly. Each step requires intention.


Adding Japanese miso, soy sauce, gochujang or the wrong kind of chilli does not make kimchi. Miso has its own proud tradition, but in kimchi it changes the flavour and microbial balance, creating something closer to a miso-pickle than kimchi. Gochujang, already a fermented chilli paste, brings extra sugars and salts that alter proportions and shift the process towards a jang-style pickle rather than kimchi. Soy sauce may appear in some regional or vegan adaptations, but it has never been a central ingredient in traditional kimchi.


Kimchi is a living, lactic acid-driven process that balances salt, spice, umami and time. It is not defined by one shortcut ingredient, nor is it interchangeable with any other fermented paste. To keep kimchi’s soul intact, we must let vegetables, salt and microbes work together in their own rhythm. That is what transforms cabbage into something more than itself: crisp, tangy, effervescent and deeply Korean.












PART 1


Roots & Rituals


Understanding the History, Culture and Craft of Kimchi
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THE BIRTH OF KIMCHI


Humble Beginnings: Chimchae


Long before fiery, red-spice coated napa cabbage, early Koreans preserved vegetables out of necessity. With harsh winters halting agriculture, preserving harvests was vital for survival. Using natural salt and water, they submerged vegetables like radish, turnip and cabbage in clay jars called onggi that they then buried. These jars rested quietly beneath the soil, porous yet protective, fermenting in rhythm with the earth. And in that patience, a deeply Korean philosophy: food as care, process as preservation.


These early fermented vegetables were called chimchae (沈菜), meaning ‘submerged vegetables’. They contained no garlic, no seafood and no chilli. The flavours were gentle, sour and slightly effervescent – nurtured by time, not heat. This was the seed of what we now call kimchi. The evolution of the word kimchi traces the evolution of the dish itself; language preserving memory. Early terms like chimchae morphed into dimchae, gimchi and finally kimchi over centuries. The changes reflected shifts in pronunciation, script and society.


Eumsik Dimibang and Imwon Gyeongjeji


By the seventeenth century, the practice of kimchi-making was not only widespread but worthy of documentation. The Eumsik Dimibang (음식 디미방), Korea’s oldest known cookbook written by a woman, Lady Jang Gye-hyang, included instructions for salting cucumbers and flavouring them with ginger. While fermentation had been practised and recorded earlier, this was one of the first surviving domestic texts in Hangul to describe such methods for the Korean household.


By 1827, the encyclopedic Imwon Gyeongjeji (임원경제지), a comprehensive record of agriculture, food and daily life compiled by Seo Yu-gu, documented dozens of types of kimchi. Some incorporated wild greens, fruits or seafood. By this time chilli had become widespread, though pale or water-based varieties still existed. The diversity shows that kimchi was already more than one thing, even in those early times.


The Gochugaru Revolution


Chilli pepper (gochu) reached Korea in the late sixteenth century. At first, chilli was valued ornamentally or medicinally. Only later did it find its way into the kitchen and once it did, the change was irreversible.


Over time, as Koreans began drying and grinding chilli into the coarse flakes known as gochugaru, kimchi was transformed. Before chilli, kimchi was typically pale and mild, sometimes seasoned with garlic, ginger or herbs. With gochugaru, it became vibrant, spicy and complex. The seasoning paste that developed combined chilli with garlic, ginger, fermented seafood (jeotgal) and radish, creating layers of flavour and depth. Chilli also gave kimchi its striking red hue, added pungency and may have influenced microbial balance, though the true preservative remained lactic-acid fermentation.


The adoption of gochugaru stands as one of the defining moments in kimchi’s history. It marked the shift from simple, sour ferments to the richly seasoned, red varieties we now associate with Korea today.


A Country of Seasons: Kimchi’s Regional and Seasonal Diversity


Korea’s sharply distinct seasons and varied geography gave rise to a kaleidoscope of kimchi styles. Mountainous regions, fertile plains and coastal villages all developed unique versions of preserved vegetables, shaped by what grew locally and what the weather allowed.


In spring, households prepared geotjeori – lightly seasoned fresh kimchi eaten unfermented. Summer brought yeolmu kimchi (young radish greens) and refreshing nabak kimchi (water kimchi with sliced radish and cabbage). Autumn, the peak of the harvest, was the time for large-scale kimjang: making vast batches of cabbage kimchi to last through winter, alongside radish kimchi such as kkakdugi. In the icy north, families often made dongchimi, a watery, mild kimchi well-suited to snowy months, and favoured lighter seasonings overall.


Seasoning levels and fermentation times varied by region. Southern provinces relied on more chilli and fermented seafood (jeotgal) to help the kimchi withstand the warmer climate, while northern regions favoured lighter, water-based kimchi with subtler flavours. Coastal towns incorporated oysters, anchovy sauce or fermented shrimp, while in some inland areas, grains or soy-based pastes were occasionally added for depth.


A Living Tradition: The Present and Future of Kimchi


Today, kimchi is both traditional and trendy. You will find it in home kitchens and Michelin-starred dishes. It shows up in grilled cheese, fried rice and tacos. It is featured in scientific journals and cultural essays. And still, it is made by halmonis in countryside kitchens much as it was generations ago.


People are now experimenting with kale kimchi, beetroot kimchi and even Brussels sprout kimchi. Vegan versions, low-sodium varieties and single-jar fermentations are making kimchi more accessible. Technology, too, has played a role. The invention of the kimchi fridge in the late twentieth century allowed urban dwellers to ferment and store kimchi in temperature-controlled conditions.


Yet despite these innovations, the heart of kimchi remains the same: preserve the season, feed the family and pass it on.






KIMCHI & KOREAN CULTURE


A Dish That Holds Tradition


To understand Korean culture is to understand kimchi. It is an anchor and an echo. It connects us to season, to ceremony and to each other.


Kimchi appears at jesa (ancestral rites), weddings, harvest festivals and New Year celebrations. It carries the weight of memory and reverence. But the most powerful expression of tradition is kimjang – the communal making of winter kimchi. Families and neighbours gather, preparing hundreds of cabbages for the cold months. The air fills with spice. Hands work with memory. Meals are shared. Stories are passed.


In that mix of red paste and laughter is something sacred. It’s generational wisdom kneaded into leaves. It’s ritual and resilience wrapped into napa hearts.


In Korea, there is a word: bap-sang. It refers not just to a meal, but to the setting of rice and side dishes that complete it. And there is no bap-sang without kimchi. In daily life, kimchi is essential: in school lunch trays; in lunchboxes packed with care. A Korean meal without kimchi feels incomplete.


Kimchi in Our Words


We speak in kimchi. Everyday Korean language is seasoned with it. One common proverb says, ‘Don’t drink the kimchi soup before the meat’ (김칫국부터 마시지 마라). It is a gentle warning not to get ahead of yourself, much like the English saying, ‘Don’t count your chickens before they hatch.’


Another phrase, ‘파김치 되다’, literally ‘to become like spring onion kimchi’, describes being completely exhausted. Just as spring onions wilt and collapse once salted for kimchi, so, too, does a person after a long, tiring day.


A well-loved proverb reminds us, ‘Every household has its own kimchi flavour’ (집집마다 김치맛이 다르다). Even when the same ingredients are used, the seasoning, the hand that mixes and the rhythm of fermentation always leave their own unique mark. We use it to remind ourselves that no two people are alike; each carries a distinct character and way of being.


Even affection can be expressed through kimchi. I often say, ‘I gave them my kimchi,’ to mean I gave someone my effort, sincerity or trust.


Kimchi runs through our literature and imagination. It appears in children’s songs and stories, in lines of poetry and even in jokes. That a humble jar of fermented vegetables could carry so much meaning tells you everything about how deeply it runs through Korean life.


Kimjang


In 2013, UNESCO added kimjang to its list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. To Koreans, this was both a proud recognition and a gentle reminder of something we have always known: kimjang is not just food preparation, it is a cultural cornerstone and a ritual of cooperation, identity and care.


For me, kimjang has always been more than making kimchi. It is memory, labour, laughter and belonging. It is the sound of chatter in cold air, the ache in your shoulders after salting dozens of cabbages, the smell of garlic rising from a giant basin of seasoning paste and the thrill of that first crisp bite of freshly made kimchi.


What Is Kimjang?


Kimjang (김장) is the act of making kimchi together, in community. It happens in late autumn when napa cabbage is in season and the weather is cool. Traditionally, the results fed families through winter.


But kimjang is more than a culinary event, it’s a ritual of preservation, cooperation and cultural memory. Entire communities gather: elders plan the schedule and oversee the seasoning; younger family members lift, stir and stuff; and children run around stealing slices of salted radish, giggling with red-stained fingers.


It begins with the sting of cold water as dozens, sometimes hundreds, of cabbages are washed in large basins. Then comes the brining: salt rubbed meticulously between each leaf. The kitchen fills with the sharp scent of gochugaru, garlic and ginger paste. The noise of slicing, stirring and laughter rises like a chorus.


People talk while they work. They swap gossip, tell stories, argue gently over seasoning. You see who’s aged, who’s pregnant, who’s hurting. And then you feed them. When it’s done, there’s the quiet pride of stacked jars, lined like soldiers ready for winter. Afterwards, there is always a feast – boiled pork (bossam), rice and the first taste of fresh kimchi.


Kimjang Then and Now: A Living Tradition


In the past, kimjang began with careful planning. Families calculated how many heads of cabbage were needed for the winter, often upwards of fifty or more. The whole process spanned days: harvesting vegetables, drying them in the sun, salting, rinsing, preparing seasoning paste and stuffing each cabbage by hand.


It was physically demanding but that labour brought people together. It wasn’t just a task, it was a shared experience – if one household was making kimchi, others pitched in, knowing their turn would come next week.


People gathered with aprons tied, gloves on and sleeves rolled up. The elders passed down knowledge on how to trim the cabbage just right, how salty the paste should taste before fermentation. There were no written recipes, just the rhythm of remembering hands.


Once held in the open courtyards of rural villages, kimjang today takes many forms. In modern Korea, the practice has adapted to apartments, urban schedules and convenience, but it hasn’t disappeared.


Among young Koreans rediscovering traditional foodways, there is a renewed respect for the practice. Some see it as a form of slow living. Others regard it as cultural resistance to fast-paced, convenience-driven lifestyles.


The scale may be smaller, the containers may be plastic instead of clay, but the meaning remains. Whether it happens in a village courtyard or a London apartment, kimjang is still a living tradition and one that honours the past while feeding the future.


Kimjang in the Diaspora: Korean Kitchens Abroad


Today, kimjang takes place not only in Korea but around the world. Korean families in Canada, Australia, the UK and beyond have brought their traditions with them. In some cases, kimjang is even more sacred overseas as it has become a way to stay connected to home, to roots and to memory.


In London, kimjang might happen in a small kitchen with British-grown napa cabbage, sea salt from Cornwall and daikon from a Chinese market. Daughters video call their Korean mothers for seasoning tips. Neighbours pass jars through fences or over walls. Community groups host kimjang workshops and invite non-Koreans to participate. What matters isn’t exact replication but the spirit of preparation, generosity and celebration.






A LANDSCAPE OF FLAVOUR


Each region of Korea, from the volcanic coastline of Jeju to the steep slopes of Gangwon-do, tells a distinct story of place through its kimchi. These stories are shaped by local geography, climate, seasonal harvests and generational customs. To explore the regional styles of kimchi is to trace a map of the Korean peninsula in fermentation, one that speaks of resilience, abundance, survival and celebration.


Where you are in Korea has always shaped what you ferment and how. Coastal towns are rich with anchovy sauce and oysters, while inland farming communities rely more on radishes and freshwater. The long winters of the north demanded slow-fermenting, water-based kimchi. The warm south developed bold, spicy, salty flavours to resist quick souring. In courtly Seoul, kimchi became refined – mild, balanced and beautiful.


As we travel through these regional kimchi traditions, we begin to understand how kimchi connects to everything. What follows is not a definitive list, but forms part of a living archive of Korea’s flavour geography.


Jeolla-do Kimchi: Abundant, Umami-rich and Boldly Flavoured


The provinces of Jeollabuk-do and Jeollanam-do, located in Korea’s fertile southwest, are known for their culinary depth and diversity. Abundant coastal access and rich agricultural plains define the food culture here. Kimchi from this region is famed for its bold, layered flavours and generous use of seasoning. Its intensity makes it particularly suited for slow-cooked dishes like kimchi jjim and braised meats.


This is a region that embraces depth and complexity. Multiple types of fermented seafood, such as salted shrimp, anchovy extract and even fermented oysters are blended into the seasoning. The result is kimchi that is rich in umami and vibrant in colour, with a distinctive red hue from liberal use of gochugaru. The climate here is mild, with longer growing seasons, allowing for a greater variety of vegetables to be used, from mustard leaves to young radish greens.


Gyeongsang-do Kimchi: Bold, Salty and Full of Heat


Located in Korea’s southeast, the Gyeongsang provinces of Gyeongsangbuk-do and Gyeongsangnam-do are shaped by coastal fisheries and hot summers. With heat accelerating fermentation, the people of Gyeongsang-do developed techniques to slow the process, such as using less water and more salt, giving rise to kimchi that is intensely seasoned, highly salted and full of spice.


Anchovy sauce is the star here. It is often used in large quantities to bring briny depth and assertiveness. Other seafood products, like fermented saury or hairtail entrails, lend strong umami tones. The vegetables are often brined for longer and pressed drier, resulting in a chewier texture and less liquid in the jar.


Its robust flavour is perfect for use in stir-fried kimchi, hot stews and bold rice dishes that need a punch of seasoning.


Seoul and Gyeonggi-do Kimchi: Refined, Elegant and Balanced


Seoul, South Korea’s capital and home to centuries of royal history, developed a distinctive culinary style marked by restraint and refinement. Surrounded by Gyeonggi-do, a province with both bustling cities and farmlands, the region balances urban elegance with seasonal sensibility. The result is kimchi that is well-balanced, visually appealing and lightly seasoned.


Courtly traditions shaped the flavours here. Rather than overwhelming the palate, Seoul-style kimchi aims for harmony – slightly sweet, moderately salty and never too spicy. The use of fruit, like pear and apple, to sweeten the seasoning paste is common. Fermented seafood is used sparingly, often limited to high-quality saeujeot (salted shrimp) or yellow croaker sauce.


Decorative styles emerged here too: bossam kimchi, where fillings are elegantly wrapped in cabbage leaves; jang kimchi, fermented with soy sauce; and geotjeori, a lightly dressed fresh kimchi for immediate consumption. These are styles that prioritise aesthetics and balance, making them suitable for ceremonial and everyday meals alike.


Gangwon-do Kimchi: Mountain Simplicity, Coastal Salinity


Gangwon-do, with its stark divide between inland mountains and eastern coastline, brings together two contrasting food cultures. The inland areas, including regions like Yeongseo, are known for their harsh winters and limited growing seasons. Kimchi here tends to be simpler, often relying on hardy crops like cabbage and radish, with minimal seasoning and little or no jeotgal.


The mountainous climate meant kimchi has to last through cold months. Clean, fresh-tasting water from mountain springs often features in preparations like dongchimi – a mild, watery radish kimchi that offers hydration and lightness. Seasoning is restrained, focusing on the inherent flavours of the vegetables.


On the coast, Yeongdong residents enjoy more access to seafood. Their kimchi often includes pollack, squid and anchovy. A unique variety here is squid kimchi, where fresh squid is mixed with radish and light chilli seasoning for immediate consumption.


Chungcheong-do Kimchi: Mild, Practical and Rooted in Season


Chungcheong-do sits in Korea’s central region, and its culinary approach is often described as modest and restrained. The region’s dialect is slow and soft, and the food mirrors this cultural calm. Kimchi here is less aggressively seasoned than in neighbouring provinces. There’s less chilli, less salt and often fewer kinds of jeotgal.


The agricultural environment provides a steady yield of seasonal vegetables, which are often used fresh and not overly manipulated. Chungcheong-do kimchi is about allowing the ingredients to speak for themselves. The use of fresh herbs, soybean sprouts, aubergines or courgette reflects a frugal, ingredient-driven tradition, as does baechu gogaengi kimchi, made with the cabbage cores. While the taste might be milder, these kimchi styles develop complexity as they age, making them perfect for slow winter fermentation or for eating with clean-flavoured soups.


Jeju-do Kimchi: Foraged, Briny and Minimalist


Jeju Island, Korea’s southernmost province, offers a distinctive approach to kimchi. The island’s volcanic soil, strong winds and limited freshwater sources have shaped its culinary history. Napa cabbage does not grow well here, so kimchi is often made with alternative greens: mustard leaves, radish tops or even seaweed.


The island’s residents relied on what they could gather or grow locally. As a result, Jeju kimchi uses very little seasoning in terms of chilli, sugar and jeotgal. Instead, local seafood such as anchovy, abalone or mullet provides natural salinity. The result is a light, chewy kimchi that tastes of the sea and preserves the identity of its core ingredients.


Tot kimchi, made with hijiki-like seaweed, is one of Jeju’s most iconic varieties. It is chewy, salty and fresh, often eaten with grilled fish or barley rice.


North Korean Kimchi: Cool, Clear and Quietly Complex


Although North Korea remains largely closed, traditional Northern kimchi styles have been preserved through diaspora communities and historical records. Northern regions, including Pyongan-do and Hamgyong-do, have extremely cold winters and shorter growing seasons. These environmental conditions have shaped a kimchi that is less spicy, less salty and more delicately layered.


Instead of gochugaru, Northern kimchi often uses chilli threads or mild flakes. Seasoning is mild, allowing for flavours to deepen over long storage. Fermentation is often topped with saltwater stock to preserve moisture and slow souring. Jeotgal is used sparingly, either light fish sauce or none at all, and sliced pear, pine nuts or jujubes are often added for sweetness.


Water kimchi, or mul kimchi, is particularly associated with the North. It is refreshing, lightly brined and served chilled. These kimchi types are well-suited to be paired with hearty grains like barley, cold noodles or steamed root vegetables.


A Fermented Geography of the Korean Peninsula


What emerges from this tour of Korea’s regional kimchi is a map of taste, memory and adaptation. From Jeolla’s exuberant seasoning to Jeju’s seaweed simplicity, from the fiery resilience of Gyeongsang to the elegant restraint of Seoul, each jar of kimchi is a cultural echo. These are not just differences in flavour but differences in worldview, climate and resources.


To make kimchi is to participate in a conversation with the land. Whether you live by the sea or in the middle of a city, whether you ferment in winter or summer, you are tapping into this ancient and evolving tradition.


As you ferment your own kimchi, consider: What grows near you? What do you have plenty of? What do you wish to preserve?


Let every jar remind you: fermentation begins with where you are.







[image: A map of Korea with Kimchi types linked to regions (from south to north): Jeollo-do Kimchi; Gyeongsang-do Kimchi; Seoul and Gyeonggi-do Kimchi; Gangwon-do Kimchi; Chungcheong-do Kimchi; Jeju-do Kimchi; and North Korean Kimchi.]
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